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sive survey of the question of the irrational in Augustan poetry. Different contributors might have chosen other topics and material from the storehouse of Horatian,
Ovidian, and other Augustan verse. But what the reader finds here is an eminently
rewarding, fascinating set of papers that will do much to spur further consideration
of a topic that is, paradoxically, both over- and understudied. To the degree that the
papers do not conform to a predetermined dogmatism of interpretation, the reader
will benefit from a fresh look at old problems, and will emerge with a better understanding of the challenges that confronted the poets of a world that no doubt often
seemed to totter on the brink of madness.
NECJ 44.3						 Lee Fratantuono
						 Ohio Wesleyan University

Neil Bernstein,
Seneca: Hercules Furens.
London and New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2017. Pp. 168. Cloth
(ISBN 978-1-4742-5492-2) $88.00.
Neil Bernstein’s Seneca: Hercules Furens is the fourth monograph on a tragedy by
Seneca the Younger in the Bloomsbury Companions to Greek and Roman Tragedy series, following its earlier publications on Seneca’s Phaedra (2002), Thyestes (2003),
and Oedipus (2015). In keeping with the mission of the Bloomsbury Companions,
Bernstein’s book is geared toward undergraduates and general readers who are inexperienced with the Latin language and/or Roman culture. This work also serves as
further evidence of the continuing resurgence of scholarly interest in Seneca.
This slender yet richly informative book does much to cultivate greater appreciation for Seneca’s Hercules Furens. While pointing out themes and details shared
with Euripides’ better-known play, Heracles (which received a Bloomsbury Companion in 2006), Bernstein makes it clear that Hercules Furens is not simply a “translation” or “reproduction” of Euripides’ work, but rather a uniquely creative work to
be interpreted and admired in its own right. In five thematically organized chapters
(which follow a Preface that outlines the structure and content of the book), the
author examines the historical, social, political, and cultural contexts that shape Sen— 190 —

eca’s play, while also analyzing the figure of Hercules/Heracles and his mythology.
The book concludes with a list of citations; an annotated list of recommendations for
further reading; an up-to-date bibliography; a handy timeline outlining aspects of
Seneca’s life, the performance of the play, and its reception; a short glossary of Greek
and Latin terms used in the book; and an index.
Chapter 1, “Introducing Hercules Furens,” performs a scene-by-scene summary of the play. Rather than simply rehashing plot, these summaries also underline
aspects of ancient drama and Roman culture that are likely to be unfamiliar or surprising to modern readers, such as Juno’s directing of blame toward the victims of
Jupiter’s repeated rapes, and not toward Jupiter himself, in the opening speech of
the play. Bernstein’s investigation is therefore sensitive to how Seneca’s characters
operate with certain moral assumptions that might appear “repugnant to a modern
audience” (xi). These scene-summaries also constructively point out things that do
not transpire, further enhancing awareness of anachronistic assumptions that modern readers may bring to the table. For example, immediately after Hercules kills
his children and his wife Megara, the chorus only briefly mourns the deaths of
the children and never mentions the fate of Megara. Bernstein observes how this
omission “reflects the macho, misogynistic culture” of the Roman audience, as well
as the fact that Hercules is notoriously unfaithful to each of his wives in Greek and
Roman mythology (13).
Chapter 2, “Major Themes in Hercules Furens”, traverses an array of topics in
four sections: Madness and the passions; Courage, violence, and suicide; Ancestry
and identity; Moralized landscapes. Bernstein ties together this disparate array of
themes by repeatedly focusing on Seneca’s use of rhetoric, and by exploring how
each theme pertains to the nature of Hercules’ identity and his “heroism”. In this
chapter and in other parts of the book (particularly in Chapter 4), Bernstein draws
intriguing connections between Seneca’s life and the content of the play, suggesting
for instance that Seneca’s frequent struggles with sickness and subsequent contemplation of suicide (cf. Moral Letters 78.1-2) motivated his interest in portraying the
typically “robust Hercules” reduced to a suicidal state (27-28). Yet elsewhere Bernstein expresses skepticism toward “naïve biographical interpretation,” and he readily
dismisses, for example, the possibility that the chorus’ praise of simple country life
could have been informed by Seneca’s experiences on rustic Corsica (24). Skepticism
of biographical interpretation is duly warranted, but it would be helpful to elaborate
why certain biographical readings might be considered permissible and others not,
especially since the book is designed for readers who might not be very aware of the
potential pitfalls of such interpretations.
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Chapter 3, “Monster-slayer, Moral Exemplar, and Madman: Hercules’ Ancient
Roles,” investigates the varying representations of Hercules in mythological narratives prior to the time of Seneca. It also examines how Hercules Furens operates
in discourse with earlier works of Latin literature, including Plautus’ Menaechmi
and Mercator, Virgil’s Aeneid, and Ovid’s Metamorphoses, with comparisons that
shed light on each of these works as well as Seneca’s play. This chapter also analyzes
how Seneca, like Euripides, presents Hercules’ madness as a medical condition, with
specific symptoms that recall the description of epilepsy in the Hippocratic treatise
On the Sacred Disease. The similarities are striking, but one key difference not mentioned is that Seneca’s Hercules (and Euripides’ Heracles) performs coordinated
movements of attack during his bout of madness; such action seems highly improbable in the Hippocratic account of epileptic seizures.
Chapter 4, “Hercules Furens and Seneca’s Career,” provides background information about Seneca’s life, and his work as politician, orator, tragedian, and philosopher. These discussions make illuminating connections between the world of
imperial Rome and aspects of Seneca’s play. In one fascinating example, Bernstein
delves into the relationship between societal class status and the expression—or
repression— of anger (ira), demonstrating how these factors inform representations
of ira experienced by Senecan characters such as Hercules and Juno (85-86). Here
and elsewhere in this chapter, we encounter repeated parallels between Hercules
Furens and Seneca’s philosophical writings. While these parallels are usually quite
compelling, novice readers might benefit from a more explicit discussion of this
methodology, including the complexities and caveats of reading Seneca’s tragedies
alongside his prose works.
Chapter 5, “Performance and Reception,” begins with the debate concerning
the performance of Seneca’s tragedies in his own time, and then surveys performances of Hercules Furens and works influenced by it from the Renaissance (e.g.
Marlowe’s Tamburlaine the Great; Shakespeare’s King Lear, Macbeth, Hamlet, Richard III) to the 21st century (e.g., Not Man Apart, Physical Theatre Ensemble’s adaptation contemplating “combat trauma”; Paramount/MGM’s 2014 film Hercules).
Not only matters of influence are noted, but also how each reception departs from
Seneca’s play, with many astute observations about audiences’ shifting sensibilities
across time periods. In one thought-provoking comment, Bernstein explains that
while Seneca’s verse came to be reviled by the 19th century for its abundance of sententiae, it now has renewed appeal as “a compressed form waiting to be rediscovered
in the age of the tweet” (109). I also commend the author for drawing attention to
how recent popular media often sanitize aspects of Hercules’ experience (e.g. Dis— 192 —

ney’s Hercules, 1997), and for including forms of media that are often overlooked in
scholarship (e.g. the graphic novel Hercules: The Thracian War, 2008). At the same
time, it is somewhat surprising that there is no discussion at any point in the book
of Hercules Oetaeus, a play which was probably not written by Seneca, but which
deals closely with Hercules and features vocabulary, rhetoric, and themes that recall
Hercules Furens.
Some of the content of Chapters 4 and 5 might have been better addressed
earlier in the book, particularly the ongoing questions of whether and how Seneca’s
plays might have been performed during his own time, and who his audiences might
have been. In Chapter 2 Bernstein states that “many members of Seneca’s audience
were wealthy and powerful” (31), and he refers to the “self-made men in Seneca’s
audience” (32). Such remarks might lead some readers to think, until late in the book,
that Seneca’s plays were definitely performed in antiquity and that we know who
his audiences were.
None of these critiques detract from this book’s overall usefulness. Its prose is
lucid, engaging, and remarkably well-edited (I did not notice a single typographical
error), and it offers a wealth of insights and a multiplicity of perspectives on Hercules Furens, and on representations of Hercules in Greek and Roman antiquity and
beyond. It should inspire more people to read and teach this underappreciated play.
One can envision it being effectively utilized in an undergraduate Advanced Latin
Course focusing on Hercules Furens, or in an undergraduate mythology course that
looks closely at the figure of Hercules.
NECJ 44.3						 Michael Goyette
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